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THE RHETORIC OF RUIN
William Hodges's India
Pramod K. Nayar

f

illiamHodges'srichlyillustratedtravelaccountT'raz'e/y
in India during the Years 1780,1781,1782 and 1783

V
(published in 1793; a second, "corrected" edition
appeared barely a year later)' is a narrative devoted to the ruin. Hodges's
ruin narrative, with a specific image of Indian landscape, assumes
significance because it appears at a crucial period in Britain's engagement
with India. Patronized by important figures such as Governor-General
Warren Hastings and Augustus Cleveland (appointed Collector of the
Rajmahal-Bagalpur area in 1779), Hodges produces a narrative which is,
as Kate Teltscher points out, at least partly an official record of Hastings's
tour of Bengal.^
During the last three decades of the eighteenth century, Britain
encountered a series of problems in India. Parliamentary investigations

" William Hodges, Travels in India daring the Years 1780,1781,1782 and 1783 (New Delhi:
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1999 [from the second, corrected J. Edwards edition of 1794]). All
subsequent intratextual references are to this edition.
^ Kate Teltscher, India Inscribed: European and British Writing on India 1600-1800 (Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1997), 121-22,131. Hodges, Travels, 37.
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into the "East India affairs" climaxed with the launch of the controversial
impeachment ofWarren Hastings in 1788. In addition to these political
problems, the East India Company (EIC) also had to negotiate the loss of
several of its soldiers in battles across the country. Narratives of the
imprisonment and/or deaths of these soldiers such as James Capper's^
Free Enquiry into the Various Causes of the Alarming State of Our Affairs
in the East Indies (1783), Henry Oakes's An Authentic Narrative of the
Treatment of the English Who Were Taken Prisoners on the Reduction of
Bednoreby Tippoo Saih (1785), Innes Mnnxo sANarrative of the Military
Operations, on the Coromandel Coast (1789),James BvistoWs A Narrative
of the Sufferings ofJames Bristow (1793), and Alexander Dirom's Narra
tive of the Campaign in India (1793) circulatedwidely in Britain, and even
became the subject of extensive Parliamentary record in the form of the
House ofCommons Sessional Papers.' Reports of the war, imaging India
as alandscape of desolation and British suffering, appeared from the1750s
in the Annual Register (1758, 1764, 1791, 1792).^ Reviews of war
narratives appeared in t\ve.Monthly Review (1758,1785,1788;New Series,
1792),'
Asiatic Annual Register (1798-99),^ and the Critical Review
(1759,1760,1761,1763,1764,1771).'

^ JamesCapper, AFree Enquiry into the Various Causes ofthe Alarming State ofOur Affairs in the
East Indies (London; n.p., 1783); WttsrjQ>Ms,An Authentic Narrative ofthe Treatment of the
English Who Were Taken Prisoners on the Reduction ofBednore by Tippoo Saih (London, 1785);
Innes Munro, A Narrative of the Military Operations, on the Coromandel Coast, against the
Combined Forces ofthe French, Dutch and Flyder Ally Cawn,from the Year 1780 to the Peace in
1784; in a Series of Letters (London: for the author by T. Bensley, 1789); James Bristow's A
Narrative of the Sufferings ofJames Bristow (London: J. Murray, 1793) and Alexander Dirom's
Narrative of the Campaign in India (London: W. Bulmer, 1793). See also. House of Commons
Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth Century, ed. Sheila Lambert (Delaware: Scholarly Resources,
1975), especially Vol.135, George III, Select Committee Reports, 1-5,fortheyears 1772and1773,
among others.
"AnnualRegister, 1758:278-87; 1764:39-40; 1791:77-80, and 1792: 89-103.
^Monthly Review,18 (1758), 183;72 (1785): 379; 78 (1788): 64-65; New Series, 7(1792), 231.
" Asiatic Annual Register, 1798-99: "Characters," 1-6, and "Supplement to the Chronicle,"
254-56,258-60.
''Cr/ftWUewretf 8 (September-October 1759), 268-71; 10 (December 1760), 454-55; 12 (July

The Rhetoric of Ruin

77

However, even as these narratives portrayed India as a landscape of
suffering, they also acknowledged India's commercial importance for
Britain. Termed a "precarious possession" by The Times (25 February
1785),' India was treated as the one sure means of "saving us [England]
from a general bankruptcy," as William Thomson put it in h.isMemoirs of
the Late War in Asia (1781).' India also represented a career for several
Englishmen, as xRe. Monthly Review pointed out (1788).'" H. T. Colebrooke (1792) argued that British profits were closely tied to the
condition of India." George Forster, publishing his travelogue,^Journey
from Bengal to England, four years after Hodges, also pointed to the
profits to be obtained from India. He writes:
As the welfare of the British dominion in India ultimately
depends on the prosperity of Bengal no labour should be
thought irksome, no rational plan left untried, which may
improve its revenue, or encourage its trade.'^
War narratives of the period explicitly twinned an ideology of desolation
with that of improvement in order to justify the war. For example,
Alexander Dirom's influential Narrative of the Campaign in India, pub
lished the same year as Hodges's travelogue, stated:
It was highly satisfying to see how much of Bangalore had
recovered during these last two months....The inhabitants of

1761), 144-45; 15 (April 1763), 305:16 (October 1763),249-58; 17 (February-March 1764),
155-56; 32 (August-November 1771), 382-84.
' The Times, 25 February 1785.
'See William Thomson,Memoirs of the Late War in Asia, with a Narrative of the Imprisonment
and Sufferings of Our Officers and Soldiers, by an Officer of Colonel Baillie's Detachment, 2 vols.
(London, 1788), 1:305.
^"Monthly Review 78 (1788), 396.
" H. T. CoXehiooke, Remarks on the Present State of the Husbandry and Commerce of Bengal
(Calcutta: n.p.. 1795), 103-4.
'^George Forster,.4Journey from Bengal to Englandthrough the Northern part of India, Kashmire,
Afghanistan, and Persia, and into Russia, by the Caspian Sea, 2 vols. (London: R. Faulder), 1; 8.
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several of the villages had returned, and the recommencement
of cultivation proved that the neighbouring country was
recovering rapidly from the desolation occasioned by the
inhuman policy of Tippoo."

Similar sentiments on the need for careful "cultivation" of India are
expressed in Jemima Kindersley,'^ Robert Orme,'' Thomas Motte in
Asiatic Researches^ ® and Warren HastingsJ^WilliamMackin tosh(1782)
states unequivocally: "Colonisation will prove the best means of recover
ing and recultivating the deserted lands."Mackintosh explicitly links the
rejuvenation of Indian agriculture, and the restoration of Indian prosper
ity, to British presence.
It is in this discursive context informed by the ideology of desolation,
war, and improvement that Hodges's narrative needs to be read. The
representations of India found in these texts become informing assump
tions for an avowedly colonial practice in "British India"of the nineteenth
century.
Hodges opens his Preface thus:
The intimate connexion which has so long subsisted between
this country and the continent of India, naturally renders every
Englishman deeply interested in all that relates to a quarter of
the ^obe which has been the theater of scenes highly important
to his country, (iii)

Alexander Dirom, Narrative ofthe Campaign in Indiat which Terminated the War with Tippoo
Sultan, in 1792 (London: W. Bulmer, 1793).
Jemima Kindersley, Lettersfrom the Island ofTeneriffe, Brazil, the Cape of Good Hope, and the
East Indies (London: J. Nource, 1777), 181.
Robert Orme, Historical Fragments of the Mogul Empire, of the Morattoes and of the English
Concerns in Indostan from the Year MDCLIX, ed., J. P. Guha (New Delhi: Associated, 1974
[1782]). 303-5.
Thomas lAottc,Asiatic Miscellany (1786). 2:13.
^^Warren Hastings, The Present State ofthe East Indies {foTidovi:]ohn Stockdalc,1786),21-22.
"William Mackintosh, Travels in Europe, Asia and Africa, 2 vols. (London, 1782), 1: 284.
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This rhetorical emphasis on the theatricality of Indian events suggests a
sensationalism, a certain "dialectic exchange between aesthetic and
political discourse," as Sara Suleri describes it in her reading of the theatermotif in Burke." Hodges implicitly draws all Englishmen into an
audience-circle: they all view the spectacle of India unfolding on a stage.
The complicity between spectator and event is made explicit when
Hodges refers to the interest in the India-theater as "natural." The
Englishman has no alternative but to partake of the spectacle of events on
the India-stage. Hodges has cleverly achieved two effects: a sympathetic
audience for all the "history" he is about to narrate, and an appeal to the
patriotism of the Englishman. If he is truly English, then it is but natural
that he would take an interest in India.
In this description of an India-spectacle in a rhetoric of theatricalization, Hodges is located firmly within the dominant discourse of his time.
Hodges's image of Plassey/India as a "theater" has close parallels elsewhere.
The Monthly Review, for instance, had already described Robert Clive as
"the hero of the Grand Oriental drama."^° George Forster describing his
visit to Murshidabad, writes:
[I visited it so that] I might view the theater in which those
interesting schemes had been agitated, which, after a series of
intrigues and blood-shed advanced the English to dominion of
a wealthy kingdom.^'
Hodges's narrative of ruin is part of this discourse of an India of desolation
and potential.
Three stages mark this rhetoric of ruin: (a) Hodges first describes
India's wastage, emptiness, barrenness, and infertility; (b) Hodges begins
to attribute allegorical meanings to the ruin. (A) and (b) constitute the
appropriative axis of the rhetoric of ruin, (c) The third stage—the

" Sara Suleri, The Rhetoric of English India (Chicago and London: Chicago University Press,
1992), 37.
^Monthly Review 36 (1767), 169.
Forster,/»»r»ey, 1:9.
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transformative axis of Hodges's rhetoric—emphasizes a colonialist theme:
the negotiation of the Indian landscape's "dangers" by seeking a sociotopographical refuge and the creation of a British hospitality-space, or
locus amoenus,within Indian wastes. Hodges's narrative thus moves from
descriptions of the landscape of hazard to that of a landscape of refuge in
the third moment. These three stages are also driven by a specific aesthetic
mode: that of the sublime. The three stages outlined above constitute
three moments of the sublime in Hodges.^^ As we shall see, the aesthetics
of the sublime provides a ready"tool" for the political purpose of justifying
British colonial presence in India. Hodges demonstrates how aesthetics is
not only not politically neutral, but frequently functions to serve very
specific political purposes. Hodges's narrative is an example of the
aestheticization of politics and politicization of aesthetics.^'

Jay Appieton presents the prospect-refuge model of landscape perception. Appleton's
adaptation of Donald Wesling's term "the landscape of exposure," captures the experience of
eighteenth-century British travelers in India as they traversed vast stretches of refugeless
wasteland: a veritable prospect of emptiness.See his The Experience of Landscape (London:John
Wiley, nd), 146-57. This three stage progress of the rhetoric of the ruin in Hodges is
coterminous with the three stages of the sublime as theorized by Tsang Lap-Chuen in The Sub
lime: Groundwork towards a Theory (New York: University of Rochester Press, 1998), 41-43.
For the locus amoenus in eighteenth-century art see Malcolm Andrews's Landscape and Western
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 53-75.
Thinkers as diverse as Joseph Addison, Mark Akenside, Lord Kames (Henry Home), Hugh
Blair, John Baillie and Edmund Burke had theorized the aesthetic of the sublime in the
eighteenth century. Numerous examples of the sublime are to be found in poetry, fiction,
nonfictional prose (especially travel accounts in Thomas Gray, Samuel Johnson, Horace
Walpolc) and the visual arts of the period. For a collection of documents on the sublime see
Andrew Ashfield and Peter de Bolla, ed., The Sublime: A Reader in British Eighteenth-Century
Aesthetic Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). For more recent studies of the
sublime see Frances Ferguson's Solitude and the Sublime: Romanticism and the Aesthetics of
Individuation (New York and London: Routledge, 1992), Thomas Weiskel's The Romantic
Sublime: Studies in the Structure and Psychology ofTranscendence (Baltimore and London:Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1986), Peter de Bolla's TheDiscourseofthe Sublime: History,Aesthetics
and the Subject (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), among others. William Hodges trained under
Richard Wilson, who also tried his hand at the sublime. On colonial discourse and its aesthetics
see Pramod K. Nayar, English Writing and India, 1600-1920: Colonizing Aesthetics (London:
Routledge, 2008), especially chapter 3 for the "imperial sublime."
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I: SELF-PRESERVATION AND THE NEGATIVE SUBLIME ¥
Hodges's rhetoric of ruin starts with a moment ofrecognition of the Indian
landscape. It also marks the first expression of an aesthetic of the sublime
in Hodges's work. Four features of this landscape are identified and
highlighted — featurelessness and formlessness; wastelands and ruins that
stand in sharp contrast to cultivated lands; narrow streets, crowded spaces
and dangerous natives and; the absence of amenities.^''
Here is Hodges's very first description, the opening paragraph of
Travels-.
The whole extent of the coast of Coromandel is an even, low,
sandy country; and about Madras the land rises so little and so
gradually from thesea, that the spectator is scarcely able to mark
the distinction, till he is assisted by the appearance of the
different objects which present themselves upon the shore. (1)
Later, sailingup the Hoogly, Hodges comments in asimilarvein about the
landscape:
The appearance of the country on the entrance of the Ganges,
or the Houghly River...is rather unpromising; a few bushes at
the water's edge, forming a dark line, just marking the distinc
tion between sky and water, are the only objects to be seen.
(13-14)
On the route to Lucknow Hodges faces another such landscape:

Some of these features of the sublime, especially the absence of boundaries and markers are
discussed by David Punter,"The Picturesque and the Sublime; Two Worldscapes," in Stephen
Copley and Peter Garside, eds.. The Politics of the Picturesque: Literature, Landscape and
Aesthetics since 1770 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 220-39, and Ann
Bermingham's "The Picturesque and Ready-to-Wear Femininity" in the same volume,81-119.
See also Weiskel, The Romantic Sublime,26-29, and Vijay Mishra, The Gothic Sublime (State
University of New York Press, 1994), 22.
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Had I but foreseen the country I was to pass through, I should
have been extremely averse to this undertaking; for, from the
town of Gohud, it is hardly possible for the imagination to
figure any thing so dismal, dusky, and barren. There were no
villages, and scarcely a human being to be found, until I arrived
near the river Chumbull...in this part, as a stranger passes, every
now and then a savage-like being starts out, completely armed
in their way...I was two days and a night on this journey firom
Gwalior to Etaya. The heats, in the middle of the day were
extreme, and the bearers, having one day missed their way in
this ocean of land, they set me down, and left me, while they
went some distance to a hut to enquire the road. In this
situation I was upwards of two hours. (142)

In each case, Hodges is faced with formlessness and an absence of details
that soon renders the place into a sprawling "landscape of exposure,"^^ and
clearly describes a sublimity of emptiness, a negative sublime.
For Hodges, such desolate, uninhabited landscapes and broken down
buildings appear with alarming regularity. Hodges's first ruin description
goes thus:
My route was scarcely fixed, when I was interrupted by the great
scourge of human nature, the great enemy of the arts, war,
which, with horrors perhaps unknown to the civilized regions
of Europe, descended like a torrent over the whole face of the
country, driving the peaceful husbandman from his plow, and
the manufacturer from his loom. (5)

® Appleton, Experience of Landscape, 146-57. Also see Barbara Maria Stafford, Voyage into
Substance: Art, Science, Nature, and the Illustrated Travel Account, 1760-1840 (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1984), 151. The negative sublime ischaracterized by a set of signifiers,
even an excess of signifiers, but no signifleds. Wastelands and featurelessness—signifiers that
cannot be understood - are aspects of the negative sublime. The negative sublime is thus
constituted by an excess flow of signifiers that,in Thomas Weiskel's phrase, must be"halted" and
appropriated by the insertion of a metaphor. Weiskel, Romantic Sublime, 26-29.
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The above description is paradigmatic of Hodges's narrative, inaugurating
several themes that are enlarged as Travels progresses. The description of
war as a deluge that inundates the country, repeated immediately after as
"a country over-run by an active enemy" (8) is in itself interesting, for
flooding that erases landmarks, routes, and habitats is an integral feature
of the sublime.^^ The destruction of the production-process, underlined
in Hodges's description, anticipates his comments on the ruination of the
economy through wars. Hodges's description of the deluge/war immedi
ately modulates into a description of the ruin of the habitat:
Every object that now presented itself to the imagination bore
the same threatening and calamitous aspect: the country houses
of the English, within one mile of the fort, were stripped of
their furniture, by the owners, even to the doors and window
blinds; this indeed was no more than necessary, as the enemy
extended their depredations even to the walls of Madras; and no
security could be found without the fort....Every gentleman
now possessing a house within the fort, was happy in accommo
dating the family of his friend; who before had resided on
choultry plain. (6-7)
Several features of the negative sublime figure in the rhetoric of min here.
First, the description of the "threatening and calamitous" visage of the
ruined town and buildings, invokes terror. Second, the breakdown of
doors and windows—both markers that distinguish the outside from the
inside—signifies a break down of boundaries. Third, the ruination of
British houses causes anxiety. Fourth, the ruin appears to have no
boundaries, and the entire country is ruined, deserted and unsafe. This
comment anchors Hodges's narrative firmly within the larger discursive
construction of India during this period.

^ David Punter. "The Picturesque and the Sublime," 220-39. The deluge was an important
feature oflate eighteenth-century European art,as Morton D. Paley points out in The Apocalyptic
Sublime (New Haven and London; Yale University Press, 1986), 8,11-13.
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Interlinked images of war, the deluge, the end of cultivation, and
destruction in these documents constructed an India of ruins. The author
oi Memoirs of the Revolution in Bengal wrote:
The storm, that had been gathering from the beginning of
March, began to burst about the latter end of April, and in the
opening of the month of May; when the Suba, in sudden starts
of passion, shewed the rancour of his heart.^^
The Annual Register of 1782 linked the suffering of the Company's
soldiers to both the war and the Indian monsoon:
They arrived in four days march at Conjeveram, being harassed
by the enemy's horse, which followed and hung on all sides of
them during the way; but they were much more incommoded
by the violence of the rains than by the enemy; and their
condition was not mended, by finding the whole country under
water at their arrival.^®
The same issue reporting on the destruction caused by Hyder Ali
specifically referred to the agrarian disorder in the region: "all cultivation
[was] at an end in his dominions."^' "William Hickey wrote:
[Soldiers of Tipu's army] marking their progress by fire and
sword, and spreading ruin and desolation in all direc
tions—totally destroying the magnificent cantonments for the
cavalry at Wallajahbad which had been erected by the Com
pany—it was a beautiful structure—of this superb edifice the
malignant rascals scarcely left one brick standing upon
another.'"

KnonymoMS, Memoirs of the Revolution in Bengal {LonAony 1760), 66.
Annual Register {\72>2)y 65Annual Register {I7^2)y^.
William WicVty,Memoirs, ed. Alfred Spencer (London: Hurst and Blackett, 1925), 4: 14-15.
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Sir Hector Munro's letter of 21 September 1780 to the Secret
Commission states the case for war and deluge as interlinked in India. He
writes:
The enemy's horse followed us in great numbers....The night we
were at Tripamadore the weather changed, and rained most
violently, this sort of weather continued tiU our arrival at
Conjeevaram, by which the roads became very bad, and the
country was all under water.^'
Similar images occur in documents over the entire 1760-1800 period:
from Richard Owen
Account of the War in India (1761),
throughJemimaKindersley (1777) and Robert Orme (1782), to Edward
Moor (1794)."
The description of war-as-deluge is very similar to the description of
an atmospheric condition that Hodges witnesses later. At Sidepoor,
Hodges writes, "the great quantities of sand also raised by the wind
prevented us from seeing the sun set for many days, the atmosphere being
totally obscured by the floating masses of sand" (130-31). The trope of
obscurity, central to the sublime, is very clear. Later, at this same place,
Hodges witnesses a cyclonic storm. He describes the storm thus:
During my stay at Sidepoor there were several storms of wind
only...The country people call them aundees, and typhawns; but
while they rage they may well be called hurricanes; destroying
every thing in their course, and being accompanied with such
quantities of dust, as to have the appearance of a moving cavern
approaching to overwhelm the affrighted spectators. In one of

House of Commons SessionalPapers, Vol. 142, George III, Secret Commission Reports, 1-3,1781
and 1782, n.
Richard Owen Cambridge,^® Account of the War in India (London: T.Jcfferys, 1761), 15;
Jemima Kindersley, Letters, 74-75; Orme, Historical, 261; Edward Moor, A Narrative of the
Operation of Captain Baillie*s Detachment (London: George Woodfall, 1794), 112,125.
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these storms of wind not a single tent in the whole camp was
left standing. (130-31)

At a later stage in Travels Hodges refers to the wind storm as "the Angel
of Desolation" that "destroy[s] everything in...[its]...course" (133).^'
The deluge is also frequently a catalogue of objects that Hodges
encounters. Indeed, he is overwhelmed byall that he sees, and objects seem
to simply array themselves in unending, if unruly, progression. His
opening pages mention that "the European is struck at first with many
other objects" (4). Hodges then attempts to catalogue at least some of
them—"women carried on men's shoulders on pallankeens, and men
riding on horseback clothed in linen dresses like women." He breaks off
a line later to state: "It is impossible to describe the enthusiasm with which
I felt myself actuated on this occasion: all that I saw filled my mind with
expectations of what was yet unseen." The catalogue with its hyperbolic
and intensified expressions of surprise, wonder and such "strong
emotions" (Hodges's own terms) su^ests a sublimity (5). Sara Suleri,
reading a similar catalogue in Burke, argues that cataloguing functioned
to indicate the futility of ever capturing India in either numbers or
categories in a "discourse of difRculty." Hodges's statement, I argue,
presents a similar sublimity. Having attempted to negotiate the mindnumbing diversity of objects that "strike" the English eye, Hodgesgives up
the attempt as inadequate or doomed to failure. While the catalogue
achieves the principal affect of awe (at the sheer numerical excess and
variety of events/things), the very failure of the cataloguing implies a
sublime where the irrational (India) cannot be contained within a
(Western) catalogue. What Hodges achieves is not a comprehensive
knowledge-base of India, but rather an excess of signifiers that defeats the
effort of meaningful cataloguing itself. This is borne out by the opening
of the very next paragraph where he describes the impossibility of

Barbara Maria Stafford in Voyage into Substance argues that the inchoate character of clouds
signify the "renunciation of a sense of order," 218. This lack of order neatly supplements the
negative sublime's markerless landscape.
^ Suleri, Rhetoricof English India,26-28.
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conveying the emotions aroused at the sights. Hodges extends thesublime
effect when he speaks of the "unseen" sights of India. The trope of
obscurity—manifest here as the invisible, the waiting-in-the-wings—a
prominent feature of the sublime, conveys, in this case, the image of a
vastness that has not yet emerged into verbal description and sight.
Hodges will repeat this attempt at cataloguing later too (16,30).
For Hodges, the only way to emphasize the utter danger of India is
to take recourse to sublime inexpressibility. Again, instead of cataloguing
the horrors of war, Hodges writes: "These circumstances are too strongly
marked in the page of history to recount their particulars in a descriptive
work like this" (7-8). The sublime here is the discursive difificulty—and
superfluousness—of capturing the actual particulars of a catastrophic war.
This statement immediately follows his narration of the "unhappy fate of
Colonel BaiUie's detachment" and the "return of the army from a threeweeks campaign, reduced in numbers and dispirited by its losses" (7).
Once again, Hodges conveys a sense of absolute horror precisely by the
withholding of details. The catalogue-not-given images an India full of
uncatalogue-able horrors. Once again, Hodges's strategy suggesting things
"unseen," and events that may happen, invokes a sublime India of danger
and threat. As Suleri puts it, this feilure of a mimetic narration of the
event becomes "a tragic substantiation of event above interpretation."
We enter Hodges's sublime through the lack of adequate descriptions,
since the event of India escapes its narration.
When the descriptive catalogue of objects fails, Hodges shifts focus
onto the apparently stable and unchanging: the ruin. Chandernagore,
Chinsurah, and Hoogly are all ruins. Etamadpoor is described thus: "the
whole of this spot, as far as the eye can reach, is one general scene of ruined
buildings, long walls, vast arches, parts of domes, and some very large
buildings" (111).^^ Formlessness and boundariless ruins occur elsewhere

SuXtti, Rhetoricof English India,y7.
^ Eighteenth-century visual art and landscaping were fall of ruins. See Nottingham Castle
Museum's Ruinsin BritishArt from Wilson to Turner (1988) for a representative collection. On
ruins in eighteenth-century arts see Rose Macaulay's Pleasure of Ruins (London; Thames and
Hudson, 1984 [1953]); Michael Rosenthal's British Landscape Painting (Oxford: Phaidon,
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too. For instance, Hodges describes Sasseram as "one continued swamp"
(147). Hodges describing the 1770 Bengal famine, writes of the landscape:
The silence that reigns here, owing to this depopulation,
spreads a melancholy over the mind of the traveller, and for
miles together, nothing is heard but the screams of the cormo
rant, nor is the trace of any footsteps found but those of the
wild elephant. (95)"
Hodges's response to Agra's landscape goes thus:
It was impossible to contemplate the ruins of this grand and
venerable city, without feeling the deepest impressions of
melancholy. I am, indeed, well informed, that the ruins extend,
along the banks of the river, not less than fourteen English
miles. (117)
A similar description occurs later: "From the summit of the minarets in
the front a spectator's eye may range over a prodigious circuit of country,
not less than thirty miles in a direct line, the whole of which is flat, and
filled with ruinsof ancient grandeur" (122). The ruins, having "overcome"
the city, appear to be growing, encompassing the entire country. The ruins
and wastes appear endless in these descriptions—and embody sublime
vastness.
Hodges also feels threatened by crowded streets or the presence of
armed natives. A particularly illustrative example of this theme is Hodges's

1982), 46-56; and Malcolm Andrews's The Searchfor the Picturesque: Landscape Aesthetics and
Tourism in Britain, 1760--1880 (Stanford:Stanford University Press, 1989), 45-60.
Several eighteenth-century writers considered population and bounded fields as of prosperity.
Daniel Defoe in A Tour through the Whole Island of Britain, 2 vols. (London: Dent, 1962
[1724-36]) specifically takes note of populated cities and villages, 1: 13, 17, 33, 75, and
elsewhere. Arthur Young in his Six Weeks Tour through the Southern Counties of England and
Wales (London: W. Nicoll, 1768) describes the "improvement" of the countryside from
"boundless wilds" and "uncultivated wastes, inhabited by scarcely anything but sheep" into a
"richly manured, well people" area, 21-22.
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description of Benares. Hodges provides a short history of Chait Singh's
Benares "insurrection." He is describing a Benares where three English
men have been killed recently. He writes:
The following day every Englishman attended the funeral of
Lieutenants Staulker, Scott, and Sims; and some time after a
monument to their memory was raised over their remains. The
gloom that descended was truly melancholy; the business of the
city was stopped, and it was deserted by the great numbers of
the inhabitants. Iri passing through the streets, knots of people,
all of them armed, were observed secretly consulting. (51)
Benares is an unsafe place precisely because of the armed natives in its
streets. Hodges's narrative then rushes through a catalogue of horrors:
with descriptions of "horrid slaughter," the depopulation of a city, the
killingof three Englishmen, "the loss of Captain Mayaffer, Captain Doxat,
thirty-three of the corps of chaffeurs, two guns, one howitzer, and one
hundred and three men of all denominations," the state of the "besieged"
English and the "cruel" "massacre[s]" ordered by Chait Singh (50-55).
The entire effect generated is of a nightmarish landscape.
Crowds continually harass Hodges in .India. In fact, his first
experience of India is with its crowds—right on the boat on which he has
just arrived. He writes: "Some time before the ship arrives at her anchoring
ground, she is hailed by the boats of the country filled with people of
business, who come in crowds on board" (2).'® Later, describing the
famine in Madras Hodges writes:
On the eighteenth day ofjuly, 1780,1 was a melancholy witness
to its effects, the multitude coming in from all quarters to
Madras as a place of refuge, bearing on their shoulders thesmall

38

Henry Oakes in^« Authentic Narrative dcsctWics a frightening experience. When he and some
other Englishmen were being taken as prisoners through villages, crowds of natives had pressed
close and gazed at them, treating them like "criminals going to the place of execution" (19,
21-22,28).
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remains of their little property...from the 18th to the 21st, the
numbers daily increasing: and it was supposed that within the
space of three days not less than two hundred thousand of the
country people were received within the black town of Madras.
(5-6)

At Patna Hodges is inconvenienced by the crowds of natives:
When the fleet arrived at the city of Patna the shores were lined
with people; the windows in the houses on the banks of the
river were filled; even the tops of buildings and every wall was
crowded; so that when the Governor General went on shore, it
was scarcely possible to proceed, from the multitude, which
pressed on every side to salute him. (43-44)
And again at Lucknow:
It is somewhat dangerous to proceed down this river [Gomti]
without an escort of the military for protection: near the village
of Sultanpoor, there appeared a body of about fifty horse
belonging to a famous marauder, Rah Sing, who made himself
extremely obnoxious by his depredations. His party watched my
boats the whole of one night,within fifty yards of us. (145-46)
And at Faizabad: "the city of Faizabad is of considerable extent, and
appears to contain a great number of people, chiefly of the lowest class"
(103). The discomfort of close proximity with natives, or their presence
in large numbers—a common theme in British travel narratives from the
seventeenth century through to the nineteenth—emerges clearly here.''
Hodges's narrative of ruin continues with his descriptions of
Lucknow, Oudh, Agra, and Gwalior (100-1,109,111,113,116,132-33).
Hodges's problem is not merely with the absence of cultivation, but with

Bernard Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1997),10.
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what this absence signifies—the lack of a refuge. Thus when Hodges adds
immediately after the description of the Gwalior ruins, "nor was there
even a hut to be seen," he is in effect referring to the absence of an
hospitable space (133).
With these descriptions Hodges has depicted a landscape where there
is no safety or amenity. Desolation and destruction mark the absence of
meaning in this negative sublime of Indian landscape. The stage is now set
for Hodges to discover meaning even in India's ruins. In this landscape of
hazard, Hodges now exhibits a certain drive toward self-preserva
tion—and moves into the second moment of the sublime.

* II: SELF-AFFIRMATION
AND THE HERMENEUTIC SUBLIME *
In this moment Hodges appropriates the desolate, empty landscape
through an attribution of meaning, and transforms the negative sublime
into the hermeneutic sublime.'*" This stage presents several related themes:
the symbolic interpretation of ruins, the attribution of causes to the ruin's
very "creation," or, occasionally, its feminization. Hodges negotiates the
frightening experience of emptiness and desolation by looking for
meanings. Since the negative sublime of empty signifiers denies any role
to the observer/traveler, s/he needs to achieve a sense of self-affirmation
by a performative act. This performative takes the form of the traveler's
attribution of meaning to the land. Hodges thus "reads" the land as a
qualified, expert reader.
Hodges's opening topographical comment on Bengal goes thus:
From the apparent state of a country, a just estimate may
generally be formed of the happiness or the misery of a people.
Where there is neatness of cultivation of the land, and that land

Weiskel> Romantic Sublime, 29. Weiskel suggests that the hermeneutic sublime is characterized
by allegories, "where a metaphor is placed in the chain of signifiers of the negative sublime. Thus
the hermeneutic sublime is also a metaphorical sublime for Weiskel.
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tilled to the utmost of its boundaries, it may reasonably be
supposed that the government is the protector, and not the
oppressor, of the people. (17)

With this particular passage Hodges achieves two things. One, he ascribes
to himself, in a crucial act of self-affirmation, the ability to interpret the
landscape. Two, Hodges sets out the premises for his interpretation of the
landscape: the condition of the landscape is directly contingent upon the
benevolence and efficiency of the rulers. The passage also marks a crucial
elision from individual to collective action and responsibility. It suggests
the Englishman's capacity and authority to interpret the land as an
individual, while simultaneously being apart of a larger group/institution/
structure that can effect a transformation in the land based on this
interpretation.
When traveling through Agra, Hodges describes the wasted lands
thus:
This fine country exhibits, in its present state, a melancholy
proof of the consequences of a bad government, of wild
ambition, and the horrors attending civil dissensions; for when
the governors of this country were in plenitude of power, and
exercised their rights with wisdom, from the excellence of its
climate, with some degree of industry, it must have been a
perfect garden; but now all is desolation and silence. (121, also
127)
Numerous comments on the destructive effects of Mughal rule occur in
Travels. Hodges describes the mosque at the center of Benares thus:
Nearly in the center of the city is a considerable Mahomedan
mosque, with two minarets...this building was raised by that
most intolerant and ambitious of human beings, the Emperor
Aurungzebe, who destroyed a magnificent temple of the
Hindoos on this spot, and built the present mosque, said to be
of the same extent and height of the building destroyed. (61)
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He adds later: "Surrounding the city are many ruins of buildings, the
effects of Mahomedan intolerance" (62).^' And again:
The private luxury and vices of the Mussulman princes too
frequently reduce to a state of real poverty...and too often they
delegate to artful, designing, and avaricious characters, the
management and concerns of the state, and become the
plunderers instead of the parents of their subjects. (103, also
106,132,133)
Later Hodges points out the defaced tomb of Akbar. He writes:
This hall was, by order of the Emperor Jehanguire, the son of
Acbar, highly decorated with painting and gilding; but in the
lapse of time it was found to be gone greatly to decay; and the
Emperor Aurungzebe, either from superstition or avarice,
ordered it to be entirely defaced, and the walls whitened.
(119-20)^'
Not only is the country ruined in terms of cultivation, even the architec
tural icons have been defaced and destroyed by Mughal rulers. Hodges has
thus assigned causes to both agrarian and aesthetic/architectural ruins in
India. Hodges's comments read in conjunction with the several descrip-

Similar sentiments about India's past are expressed by Hodges's contemporaries. George
Forsterin hisJourney, 1:31-33; Quintin Craufurdin his Sketches Chiefly Relatingto theHistoryt
Religion, Learning and Manners, of the Hindoos,! vols. (London: T. Cadeli, 1792), 1:102, and
Charles Wilkins in Asiatic Researches (1788), 1:158, used similar descriptions. George Thomas,
whose memoirs were published in 1803, emphasizes the sheer horror of such destruction when
he writes: "the generous mind cannot, without indignation, perceive the ravages, which, the
different invaders of Hindustan, have perpetrated upon these magnificent remains of departed
grandeur." Thomas, The Military Memoirs of Mr,.George Thomas, compiled, William Franclclin
(Calcutta: Hurkaru,1803), 8.
^ Frances Ferguson argues that the traveler uses the past as a standard with which to measure
subsequent growth, "to see how much things have changed—specifically, to see how things have
improved." Solitude and the Sublime, 131.
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tions of England's protective benevolence contrasts the past and present
rulers of India.
On India's architectural peculiarities, Hodges makes a couple of
comments that reinforce my argument about self-affirmation in the
negative sublime. Hodges begins by noting the influence of Grecian
architecture on Indian styles (63). He then adds that he is unqualified and
unwilling to "lose [himself] in the unfathomable, and perhaps impenetra
ble darkness of Eastern antiquities" (63). He first rejects the Greek style
as comprising "all that is excellent in the art" (64). He adds that the
Greeks "improved the original hut of a woody country into the incompa
rable beauties of a marble temple or palace" (65).
After this Hodges delivers a long disquisition on caverns as habitats,
and their various developments in different parts of the world, especially
Terra del Fuego, Surinam, Guinea, the South Sea Islands, and among
wandering tribes such as Arabs, Mongols, Greenlanders (65-75). Then
Hodges makes his evaluative comments. He declares that Egyptian,
Hindoo, Moorish, and Gothic architecture "instead of being copies of
each other, are actually and essentially the same" (75). Hodges writes:
The flat-roof hundred-pillared Egyptian temple, the Indian
pagoda, and choultry, are as evident copies of the numerous
caverns, cool grottos, and excavations in the rocky banks of the
Nile in Upper Egypt, and in theisland of Elephanta and Salsette
near Bombay. Gloom and darkness are common and desirable
to both, for Fancy works best when involved in the veil of
obscurity. (76)
By suggesting a common development in architectural styles in nonEuropean places, Hodges is homogenizing differences. Further, with his
references to the "darkness" and "fancy" of Oriental architectural he has
situated his narrative firmly within a tradition of sublime aesthetics
employed by countless British travelers of this period. For instance,
Alexander Dow's The History of Hindustan (1768) described the
"impenetrable air of mystery" of Hinduism. Charles Wilkins and William
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Chambers writing in Asiatic Researches, political commentaries in the
Annual Register, pamphlets such as A Letter to a Late Popular Director
(1769), Jemima Kindersley's travelogue, book reviews in

Monthly Re

view (1789), and unpublished travel accounts such as Anthony MacTier's
Journal of a Voyage (1797-98) employed the trope of obscurity, darkness
and shadows to describe everything Indian: from landscape to art and
religion.'*'
Finally, Hodges describes the influence of Greeks on India as an
"unnatural union" (77)** a crucial phrase gesturing at the monstrous.
Hodges, by conflating the various styles into one, by emphasizing the
sublime features, and by suggesting its monstrosity, has effectively
interpreted Indian architecture as primitive and unnatural. By
"understanding" the origins—however "unnatural"—he dispels the fears
around the unknowable. He has asserted his expertise and negotiated the
sublime. This act of interpretation becomes the necessary anterior mo
ment to Hodges' description of the aesthetic and architectural appeal of
British constractions in India.
In this moment, as we have seen, the link between emptiness,
uncultivated landscape and "oriental despotism" is made very clear. It
remains for Hodges to suggest ways out of the desolation and primitiveness into safety and beauty. One mode of reducing the threat of the
desolation—as Hodges discovers—is to feminize it. The description of
the Rajmahal rains is particularly interesting for this reason. Hodges
writes: "At a little distance from Rajemahel are the ruins of a zananah,
which I went from curiosity to inspect, as they are, when inhabited,sacred

Dow, History of Hindustan (London: T. Becket and P. A. De Hondt, 1768), xxii; Charles
'Wilkins and William Chambers, Asiatic Researches, 1: 131. 157; Annual Register, 34;
Anonymous, A Letter to a Late Popular Director, Relative to India Affairs (London, 1769), 2;
Jemima Kindersley, Letters, 262; Monthly Review, 80: 699; Anthony MacTier's Journal of a
Voyage from Britain to India on Board the Surat Castle (Royal Commonwealth Society,
Cambridge University Library, MSS 22), unpaginatcd.
^ Barbara Maria Stafford argues that grottos and caverns were seen as closer to nature and the
primeval, and simultaneously justified (colonial) exploration. See her Voyage into Substance,
112-16,324-25,353-54.
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places" (21). He goes on to add that when the place was inhabited the
princes used to "hold captive—hundreds of females." He then provides an
interesting footnote here:"I cannot but here observe, that, from the close
confinement of the Mahomedan women, there reigns in the zananahs a
refined spirit of intrigue unknown in Europe in the present day" (22).'''
Troping of the ruin as feminine lends to the topography a mysterious
otherness, which lures (indicated in Hodges's term, "curiosity") the
traveler. By emphasizing the "intrigues" of the zenanah—an act of pure
conjecture—Hodges adds to its mystery. Hodges also eroticizes the ruin.
He speculates on the "sacred" nature of the spot when inhabited,
especially when it would have, at some point in the past, housed numerous
women "collected from various quarters of the empire" (87).
Similar situations occur elsewhere. Visiting Muslim tombs Hodges
writes:
It is a custom with the women of the family to attend these
tombs of their friends, or nearest and most valued relations,
after sunset; and it is both affecting and curious to see them
proceeding in groups,carrying lamps in their hands, which they
place at the head of the tomb: the effect, considered in a
picturesque light, is highly beautiful; with that of sentiment, it
is delightful. (28)
Part of the mystery is due to the fact that these women "with downcast
eye...proceed along, and scarcely turn to the right or to the left to observe

On the feminization of ruins see Qh\otQ\iiixd^sPleasureand Guilt on the Grand Tour: Travel
Writing and Imaginative Geography 1600-1830 (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1999), 133-35. Anne Janowitz in England's Ruins: Poetic Purpose and the National Landscape
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990) argues that the ruin serves as a visible marker of the antiquity of
the nation, 54. For studies of the gendered nature of the sublime (and other) aesthetic modes see
ElizabethBohPs Women TravelWritersandtheLanguageofAesthetics, 7750-i^5<?(Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), Jacqueline M. Labbe^s Romantic Visualities: Landscape,
Gender and Romanticism (London: Macmillan, 1998). Labbe, in particular, notes the link
between the "prospect"—where perception was "freed" from (feminine) particu
lars—masculinity, and a sublime "transcendence," 43-65.
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a foreigner as he passes, however new or singular his appearance" (34).
Hodges finds the indifference of the women, in conjunction with their
modesty, an intriguing feature of the ruin. In fact, the ruin is attenuated
into something erotic and interestingprecisely because the women present
such a "difficult" sight. The difficulty lies in their consistent refusal to
meet the Enghshman's eye, or pay him attention, even though his
attention is focused on them. With this game of seeing, the Englishman
adds a sense of the obscure—the unseeing or the invisible—to the ruin.
In the second moment, Hodges has alleviated the melancholy and
fear by "rationalizing" or speculating about the ruin. He has, through the
process of ascription of meaning, attained a symbolic control over the
landscape. Hodges's narrative now marks a movement, from the symbolic
to the real, and completes the rhetoric of the min by presenting "spots" of
British locus amoenus within the Indian desolation. The aesthetics of the
sublime, having first "cleared" the Indian landscape, now allows Hodges
to "repopulate" it with the Rntish.locus amoenus.

^ III: AFFIRMATION AND THE IMPERIAL SUBLIME ¥
Travels' pattern is very clear: when faced with the empty wastes of India,
Hodges first interprets them as symbolic of a general collapse of Indian
civilization. However, the move to interpret provides only a degree of selfaffirmation. The ruin is a challenge that must be overcome. This is the
moment of affirmation, when Hodges discovers refuge out of the
landscape of exposure. This marks the transformative moment of
Hodges's rhetoric of ruin. The refuge he discovers in the hostile, negative
sublime of India is a locus amoenus constructed by the British. It is the
British construction that transforms the inhospitable landscape of
exposure into a pleasant and safe dwelling. The construction of this locus
amoenus is thus a transformative act of colonialism, since it proceeds from
a political and economic control over India. The "affirmation" experi
enced by Hodges is the discovery of this ability to first interpret and then
recast the Indian landscape along British lines.
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Hodges begins, as we have already noted, by pointing out the absolute
nondescript nature of Madras town when viewed from the boat coming
in. The lack of distinguishing features erodes the Englishman's sense of
"place" of definitely marked boundaries, paths and landmarks. This
anxiety over an "empty" landscape is alleviated only with the sighting of
objects on the shore. It is interesting that these distinguishing features to
which Hodges's (and our) eye is drawn is the English town "rising from
within Fort St. George" (2). This town presents something concrete,
literally: a locus amoenus in an otherwise undistinguished, undifferentiated
landscape. This is crucial to the Englishman's sense of safety. Hodges with
his description of a featureless, boundaryless city is echoing what several
documents of the period state—the absence of well-defined boundaries
andlandmarks in India.James Rennell in his Memoir of a Map ofHindoostan (1788) mourns the lack of accurate maps of the Indian landscape.^^
The Monthly Review deplored the absence of accurate geographical
literature on India.^^ A Fort William letter from 1786-88 mentions states
the matter in detail:
Another point we deem it necessary to mention relates to the
limits of Old Calcutta. There is great difficulty in tracing the
Old Limits of the Town; and the description of them, as given
by individuals, or ascertained by the Records, is subject to
doubts which render the limits uncertain. We think it would
be advisable to fix the boundaries anew.*'
Throughout the narrative Hodges indicates that some safety was still
possible—within the British fort and the houses of British gentlemen.
Having described the ruins around Fort St. George, Hodges writes:

^®James KcnneW, Memoir of a Map ofHindoostan (London; M. Brown, 1788), 168-69.
Monthly Review New Scries (1790), 3: 85.
Fort William-India House Correspondence. Vol. 10, 1786-1788, ed. Raghubir Singh (Delhi;
National Archives, 1972), 589.
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The country houses of the English, within one mile of the fort,
were stripped of their furniture...no security could be found
without the fort....Every gentleman now possessing a house
within the fort, was happy in accommodating the family of his
friend; who before had resided on choultry plain. (6-7)
Security and comfort are both found only within the Fort. The reference
to "country houses" is surely significant, considering that in the seven
teenth century the country house was symbolic of hospitality, and one of
the visible icons of being a gentleman was bounteous hospitality.^" The
traveler thus finds a socio-topographical refuge in the British home, as in
this description:
I know not that I ever felt more delight, than in going on a visit
to a family on Choultry plain, soon after my arrival at Madras,
in thecool of the evening, after a very hot day. The moon shone
in its fullest lustre, not a cloud overcast the sky, and every house
on the plain was illuminated. Each family, with their friends,
were in the open porticoes, enjoying the breeze. Such a scene
appears more like a tale of enchantment than a reality, to the
imagination of a stranger just arrived. (10)
The British locus amoenus, limited in area and with well-defined bound
aries (a house, a fort, a garden), is a pocket of safety in India's desolate
vastness. Marked by a complete absence of shadows, well-lit and "open,"

Emily Brittle, describing the same event, inverts the image of the fort-as-refuge. Brittle writes
of the "Goth-like invader" [Hyder Ali] who kept the English "penn'd up in a fort, like a scar'd
flock of sheep."See her TheIndia Guide,orJournal of a Voyage to theEast Indiesin theYear 1780,
ed. John Dallas (Calcutta: George Gordon, 1785). 87.
On the country house ethos see Virginia C. Kenny, The Country-House Ethos in English
Literature, 1688-1750:Theme ofPersonalInterest and NationalExploration (Sussex; Harvester,
1984), 5—6. A manuscript account (anonymous) from 1773 also mentions such houses of the
British in India. The author writes: "[The Governor's house] might pass for a very superb
building was it not eclipsed by some of the Gentlemen's Country House, the magnificence of
which it cannot be compared with" (India Office Records, MSS Eur. E. 292), 82.

100

1650-1850

these structures stood in sharp contrast to the Indian landscape in the
imagination of the British traveler. In some cases, these British structures
recalled familiar England, and thus constituted a source of comfort in an
otherwise alien landscape. For instance, Judith Weston, as early as 1727,
writes in h.cT Account of a Voyage, Commencing 1727\ "Fort St. George is
a garrison. The streets regular and the houses good and altogether it has so
strong an appearance of England that I was agreeably surprised."''
A similar description of Calcutta occurs later in Travels, where
Hodges emphasizes the development of the city. Hodges's first view of
Calcutta was of a "rather unpromising" country with the only visible
objects being "a few bushes at the water's edge, forming a dark line, just
marking the distinction between sky and water" (13-14). A later
description goes thus:
As the ship approaches Calcutta the river narrows; that which
is called the Garden Reach, presents a view of handsome
buildings...these are villas belongingto the opulent inhabitants
of Calcutta....This capital of the British dominions in the East
is marked by a considerable fortress...which is allowed to be, in
strength arid correctness of design, superior to any in India. On
the fore ground of the picture is the water-gate of the fort,
which reflects great honour on the talents of the engineer—the
ingenious Colonel Poher....Calcutta, from a small and inconsid
erable fort...was soon raised to a great and opulent city, when
the government of the kingdom of Bengal fell into the hands of
the English. (14-16)
Andlater: "For its [Calcutta's] magnificence, however, it is indebted solely
to the liberal spirit and excellent taste of the late Governor General"
(14-16).'^ In a footnote Hodges mentions that during the 1756warwith

"J udith Weston, Account ofa Voyage, commencing 1727, to Madrasin the Ship Stretham under
Captain WestcottoseeherBrotherinBengal(IndiaOffice Records, MSS Eur. B162), unpaginated.
At least part of the magnificence is to do with the construction of gardens. Hodges writes of
the Garden Reach area of Calcutta as consisting of "handsome houses, on a flat surrounded by
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Siraj-ud-Dowlah, "the governor's house was so filled with the distressed
that had escaped from Calcutta, that he [the Governor] and his family
were obliged to sleep on board a budgerow in the river" (19). Hodges has
again emphasized the British locus amoenus in a war-ravaged India. Other
similar descriptions of British locus amoenus abound in the narrative (15,
27-28,41,43,46,52-53).
The expedition to Lucknow is a remarkable narrative of the search
for a locus amoenus within a hostile landscape. Hodges describes being
abandoned without an escort for several hours, in a landscape where "there
were no villages, and scarcely a human being to befound." Hodges, waiting
for the palanquin-bearers to return, comments: "some of them returned;
and heartily rejoiced I was at the sight of a human being....On my arrival
at Etaya, the sight of a few green herbs made me consider it as almost a
very Eden." Later, Hodges arrives at a hospitality-site;
Colonel Poller received me with his wonted hospitality; and I
remained with that gentleman ten days...his house being a large
bungalow, was consequently very hot, and therefore Colonel
Martin, who had a large brick house, had the goodness to invite
to his, where, by his great and most friendly care, and the
administering of proper remedies, I gradually recovered.
(142-43)

gardens" (14). An anonymous author from the early years of the nineteenth century mentions
the garden houses, the Europeans "sporting" in public promenades andother such "picturesque"
scenes in Madras and Calcutta. Anonymous [SuT^con]oh.nson'i\,An Account of a Voyage to India,
China, and in His Majesty's Ship Caroline, Performed in the Years 1803-4-5 (London: Richard
Phillips, 1806), 15,18,29. Gardens and garden houses thus constituted an important aspect of
the English locus amoenus. The Annual Register, for instance, criticized Pune town for not
possessing any gardens (1787), 75.John Corneille in his unpublished Memoirs of an Expedition
to the East Indies Undertaken in the Year 1754 (India Office Records, MSS Eur. 215) also men
tions the improvements already underway in Bengal. Corneille writes: "It has been somewhat
checked by the devastation committed by the Moors, but now begins to recover, and enters again
into that splendour, magnificence, and luxury they always were famous for" (126-27).
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Once more Hodges contrasts the ruined wastes with British hospitality.
From such a hostile space, he moves into the safety of British homes. This
construction of a refuge-less India in Hodges is closely aligned with similar
images in the colonial discourse of ruin and emptiness of the period.
Images of being lost, without shelter or companionship, occurs promi
nently in William Hickey, George Forster, and James Bristow.'' The em
phasis, in all these texts, is on the absence of clear landscape boundaries,
tracks/roads, and shelters. They present an India frightening in its
featurelessness.
The transformative component ofHodges's rhetoric of ruin presents
a colonial ideology of benevolent paternalism. Hodges's narrative, firmly
rooted in Britain's ideology of what C. A. Bayly terms "agrarian patrio
tism" in the work of Arthur Young and the Annals of Agriculture
published by the Board of Agriculture from 1793, is one of several texts
that illustrates this theme.'^ In many of these documents India is
represented as a ruin, except where British rule has transformed it into
cultivated and prosperous landscapes. British presence is directly linked to
agricultural development, prosperity, well-demarcated fields, and a sense
of peace and security among the people. Hodges is adhering to a discourse
where improvement and colonial rule were inseparable. H. T. Colebrooke,
for instance, suggests that granting the English right to own lands in India
would actively enable improvement.'' Alexander Dirom speaks of the
"recommencement of cultivation" with the defeat of Tipu Sultan.'^

^'William Hickey,
3: 221-22; George Forster, Voyage, 1:195,24l-42:JamesBristow,
Narrative, 167-68. Fort William-India House Correspondence, 1786-1788,cd. Raghubir Singh
(Delhi: National Archives, 1972), 10: 589. On deserts and the trackless sublime in eighteenthcentury visual art see Michael Rosenthal, British Landscape Painting, 54-56. On the
"prospect"—seeing the landscape spread out from a higher vantage point—as an important
element of the landscape aesthetics of the eighteenth-century,see John Barrell's "Public Prospect
and Private View," in The Birth ofPandora and the Division of Knowledge (London: Macmillan,
1992), 41-62.
^Q.K.h^y\y,ImperialM€ridian: The British Empire and the World, 1780-1830 (London and
New York: Longman, 1989),79-80,121-22.
Coithvookt, Remarks, 102.
Dirom, Narrative, XJ-1%.
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Similar images occur in Robert Orme, Warren Hastings, and George
Forster.'^
Immediately after the description of a war-induced ruin, Hodges
writes: "The troops being collected from different quarters, with
provisions and a proper train of artillery, the vanquished spirits of the
people appeared to revive; and the ryot was again seen cultivating his rice
fields, or collecting the fruits" (7). With these passages, situated at the
inaugural moments of his travelogue, Hodges has set into motion his
rhetorical transformation of Indian ruin. The movement from ruin to
locus amoenus is also a movement from an Indian ruin to a British locus
amoenus.The elision of images—from troop movement to spaces of safety
and cultivation—suggests a colonial disciplining of an unruly landscape.
This pattern is to be repeated throughout the travelogue.
Having stated that "there are few objects to attract the attention of
the curious traveler from Calcutta" (17), Hodges goes on to describe three
topographical features: Plassey, certain ruins, and cultivated lands. He
describes the plains of Plassey thus: "this spot to every reflecting English
man must be highly interesting, when he considers that on this theater, in
the month ofjune, 1757, was disputed the existence of his countrymen in
Bengal, even as merchants" (17). He then goes on to praise Lord Clive, for
his courage and for "la[ying] the foundation of an empire in India, the
influence of which has extended over a larger tract of country, and greater
numbers of people, than have been united under any one government
since the time of Aurungzebe" (17-18). Likewise, Hodges glorifies figures
such as Stringer Lawrence and Eyre Coote for their role in making the
English "sovereigns" (8-9, 41-42). Hodges is here describing the
imposition of order—British rule—on local disorder (rebellion, despo
tism) that facilitates a rejuvenation of the land. Indian landscape is dotted
with the ruins of its former rulers. Today's beautiful Bengal is character
ized less by beautiful buildings than a cultivated field. Hodges suggests the

Otme, Historical, 303,305; Hastings,/"?•«««/21-22; Forster, Voyage, 1:99.
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usefulness of British rule as directly evidenced by the landscape, for it is a
cultivation enabled by English presence.'^
Hodges points out a series of ruins in Bengal—the ruined hunting
seat of the former Nabob of Bengal, the ruins of public seminaries in
Moorshidabad, the "numberless ruins" at Oodooanullah, a ruinedzenanah
at Rajmahal, and ruined fortifications at Sicri Gully. Immediately after
this, Hodges mentions the cultivated and "improved" Bengal, represented
by sites that stand in sharp contrast to the ruins (though some natural
scenes are described as "picturesque"). Terriagully, "an immense plain,
highly cultivated" is described as a "beautiful scene." Later, similar
descriptions occur, reinforcing the image of a well-cultivated Bengal
(21-31, 23-24). Hodges makes the link between landscape description
and ideology with the following comment:
The care that was taken in the government, and the minute
attention paid to the happiness of the people, rendered this
district, at this time (1781) a perfect paradise. It was not
uncommon to see the manufacturer at his loom, in the cool
shade, attended by his friend softening his labour by the tender

John Barrell notes that the eighteenth century constantly draws upon the connection between
the cultivated and the civilized. See The Idea of Landscape and the Sense of Place 1730-1840: An
Approach to the Poetry ofJohn Clare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 3,73, 94.
Writers such as Thomas Whately in Observations on Modem Gardening (London: T. Payne,
1770), spoke of the aesthetic appeal of cultivated land, 124,172-75. Elizabeth Helsinger notes
that the encounter with exotic "wilderness," or differently-used land in this period enables the
representation of Englishness ascultivated land. See Helsinger, "Land and National Representa
tion in Britain", in Michael Rosenthal et al., t&s.. Prospectsfor the Nation: Recent Essays in British
Landscape^ 1750-1880 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997), 13-35. Mary
Louise Pratt and KateTeltscher draw attention to the close link of colonial rule and cultivation.
See UTAH'S Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (New York: Routledge, 1992),
61, and Teltscher's India Inscribed, 174-75. Further, the cult of personal effort, the benevolent
patronage of propertied gentry (civic humanism) and this ideology of improvement went
together in the post-1750 period.See John Barrell, The Political Theory ofPaintingfrom Reynolds
to Hazlitt (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1986), 1-162. For instance, the
Annual Register under the section titled "Useful Projects" listed "Hints for the General
Improvement of Commons," where it suggested that conscious efforts at improvement would
increase productivity and even "improve the face of the country" (1780), 143-45.
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strains of sweet music. There are to be met with in India many
old pictures representing similar subjects, in the happy times of
the Mogul government. (27)
The description of industry, domesticity, and the careful attention
to both labor and art suggests a harmonious life for Indians under British
rule. The craftsman and the artist are both happy. The "perfect
paradise"—indisputably a locus amoenus—has been carved out ofwastage
through active British intervention. In each case the description of
desolation and ruin is followed by one of prosperity. Further, a sense of
continuity—of English presence with India's bygone golden age—is
suggested here (as Kate Teltscher, reading this description, has pointed
out).''
In the case of crowds a similar rhetoricalshift occurs. After describing
the enormous number of natives arriving at Madras as a place of refuge
from the famine, Hodges writes: "Those poor people were soon afterwards
distributed to the northward, and into the sircars; which are lands that lay
to the northward of Madras" (6). Madras city is thus emptied of an
excessive and threateningnative population. At Patna besieged by crowds,
the servants "endeavoured to keep them [the crowds] from pressing in"
(44; this "escape" from crowds occurs elsewhere in the narrative, 141,
145-46).
On tour with Cleveland, Hodges comments on the Englishman's
transformation of the Indian landscape. Hodges first describes the dangers
certain hill tribes pose: they "commit depredations on the defenceless
people of the plains," and governments have been forced to station troops
"to check their inroads." Having depicted the region as unsafe because of
these tribes, Hodges goes on to describe Cleveland's actions—gifting these
people warlocks, and jobs with the EIC. Finally, "he [Cleveland] had a fine
corps of these people embodied, for the express purpose of preserving
from injury the very country that had for centuries before been the scene
of their depredations" (89-91).^° Hodges's description is a clear indica-

Teltscher, India Inscribed, 128.
There was a great deal of concern about the hiil tribes and the dangers they posed to both the
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tion of the theme of benevolent colonial rule. Cleveland has created a safe
locus amoenus in the very heart of a dangerous India.The transformation
is complete.
William Hodges's India is thus a deeply "divided" one. The first is a
pre-British India ravaged by Mughal rulers, wars and bad weather. The
second is an India transformed into a prosperous and safe locus amoenus.
The locus amoenus, in the form of the improved and cultivated land itself,
is effected in the present, a British India. This transformation is achieved
through Hodges's rhetoric of ruin, a rhetoric that appropriates the
aesthetics of the sublime. The aesthetics of the sublime, moving from
moments of self-preservation anddesolation, through self-affirmation and
interpretation, and finally to affirmation and improvement, provides a
ready strategy for Hodges to achieve his colonial effect: the justification
for British colonial rule in India.

safety and potential improvement of India. See, for
Annual Register (1782), 4; letters
from the Court of Directors to Fort William, in Fort William-India House Correspondence,
1796-1800, ed. P. G. Gupta (Delhi: National Archives, 1959), 13: 96, and James Renncll's
Memoir ofa Map ofHindoostan, 60-61.

